Electrodermal activity in response to empathic statements in clinical interviews with fibromyalgia patients.
To study patients' electrodermal response (1) to an interviewer's empathic statements vs. inattention to emotional concerns and (2) to the emotional content in clinical interviews. Patients with fibromyalgia (n=48) were given a clinical interview in a randomized 2×2 design, in which interviewer empathic or inattentive behavior (scenario A) and the emotional or neutral content of the interview (scenario B) were manipulated. Electrodermal activity (EDA) was measured during the interview. The patients' affective state (PANAS) and patient satisfaction were also assessed. In scenario A a significant main effect of empathy was found, indicating an increased tonic EDA (skin conduction level, SCL) during the empathy condition (p<.05). In scenario B there was a main effect of empathy (p<.01) and a significant empathy×content interaction effect (p<.01). There was a strong positive association between empathy and patient satisfaction (p<.0001). Empathic statements by the interviewer were associated with increased SCL in patients, most so in interviews with emotional content. Psychophysiological variables such as EDA may be applied in clinical communication research on emotional communication, but the limitations of such measures should also be recognized.